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● Phase 1
○ Participants (n=122, 70% female, 76% White, mean age=21.9)
○ Questionnaire asking, “What is an adult? Please list all the attributes of
an adult that come to mind.”
○ Attributes were coded into attribute categories if they were judged to
have the same meaning (e.g. “Career”, “Employed”, “Job”, and “Work”
were placed into the category of Employment) (κ=0.65).
○ 97 distinct attribute categories
● Phase 2
○ Participants (n=148, 64% female, 72% White, mean age 30.0)
○ Rated importance of 96 attributes (phase 1) on a likert type scale:
■ 1= “Not at all important”
■ 2= “Not very important”
■ 3= “Somewhat important”
■ 4= “Important”
■ 5= “Very important”
○ Attributes rated higher on importance to the concept of adulthood are
considered more “central” to the construct.

To understand the transition into adulthood, it is necessary to
have a definition of what an adult is. Prototype analysis employs a
bottom-up approach by identifying individual features of the
construct and grouping them based on linguistic and conceptual
similarity (Kearns and Fincham, 2004).
The importance of this exploratory study is to contribute to the
literature of perceptions of adulthood. It could also have potential
to be applied in intervention work designed to help adolescents
through the transition to young adulthood.

Figure 1: Sample of attributes rated “important” (yellow), “somewhat
important” (blue), and “not very important” (green) to the concept of
“adult”. Frequency of mention from Phase 1 included.
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Figure 2: Percentage of centrality ratings
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● Sample divided into “emerging
adults” (ages 18-25 as defined by
Arnett, 2000) and “adults” (26+ years
old). MANOVA analysis showed
differences in centrality ratings for
attributes below, Pillai’s Trace=
0.914, F(96,27)=3.002, p=0.001,
partial 𝝶2=0.914.
● Emerging adults rated attributes
below as more central to the concept
of adulthood compared to adults,
except for “Votes”, which was rated
higher by adults.
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● Majority of attributes considered
“important” to construct of adulthood
(see Figure 2).
● None considered “very important” and
only one was considered “not important
at all”.
● No correlation between frequency of
attribute mentioned (Phase 1) and
centrality of attribute (Phase 2) (r=0.05,
p=0.644).
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● Since frequency of attribute and importance (centrality) were not related, perhaps
attributes generated in Phase 1 included stereotypes of adults.
● Majority of emerging adults were in school full time (90%), whereas only 7.5%
adults were in school full time. Current school status could impact perceptions of
adulthood (not just developmental stage).
● “Votes” may be considered a more important element of adult status by adults
(compared to emerging adults) if they are more stable in their political identities.
● No attribute rated as “very important” could illustrate the difficulty of defining
adulthood.
● Due to the large number of centrality averages being the same (and 4), this likely
contributed to frequency and centrality not being related. Increasing response
options to the centrality ratings would allow for more variability.
● No attributes rated a 2 or 3 had a frequency > 30, whereas multiple attributes rated
4 did.
● The curious cases of “owns a home” (high f, low c) and “is safe” (low f, high c) may
relate to probabilities of achieving these outcomes - owning a home is difficult,
whereas being safe may be perceived as more achievable.
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